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US and Salvadoran officials estimate that hundreds of thousands of Salvadorans have entered the
United States in recent years in an attempt to escape poverty and war. Over 400,000 Salvadorans
of a total population of six million have entered the US illegally since 1982. According a report by
James LeMoyne in the NEW YORK TIMES (04/13/87), a US diplomat said the money sent home by
Salvadorans in the United States is "a key, if hidden, part of the country's income." It is estimated
that Salvadorans in the US send $350 million to $450 million per year to relatives back home. The
importance of these remittances is so great that Salvadoran military, business and government
civilian leaders fear the possible effects of the new US immigration law. The latter could result in
the expulsion of thousands of Salvadorans. El Salvador, the most densely populated country in
Latin America, is burdened with a stagnant economy, and a combined un- and underemployment
rate of 50%. The country's population is expected to double by the end of the century. This issue
has reportedly become a major topic of national debate. In March the foreign minister traveled
to Washington in an unsuccessful bid to obtain special dispensation for Salvadorans when the
new law goes into effect. US officials say the government is over-reacting, arguing that largescale deportations are unlikely. The immigration law, however, appears to have already had a
dampening effect. For the first time in years it is possible to get a reservation on flights to Mexico
from El Salvador. The flights were once solidly booked weeks in advance by poor Salvadorans who
invested their life savings in flying to Mexico, where they paid border guides to smuggle them into
the United States.
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